THE   BURNING   SECRET

ing upon him. While daylight lasted he had been sur-
rounded by human beings; there were all manner of
interesting things a small boy could do, sit on a bench
and watch the passers-by, wander along streets looking
into shop windows. But what was going to happen when
everyone withdrew behind closed doors, when they
retired to bed, went to sleep, while he, feeling guilty of
wrong-doing, slunk about the empty streets, unwontedly
alone and forsaken? He must seek shelter at once, not a
minute to waste; of that he was profoundly con-
vinced.

Without casting a look to right or to left he made a
bee-line towards his grandmother's villa. It lay back
from the road in a garden sheltered by shrubberies and
covered with ivy and other creepers. It peeped out white
within its framework of green, a friendly, old-fashioned
abode. Edgar looked over the hedge, feeling almost like a
stranger. Nothing stirred, no lights shone from the
windows; Grannie and her guests were probably sitting
over their coffee on the lawn to the rear.

He already had his hand on the bell-pull, when an
alarming thought entered his mind. So far his resolve to
ask his dear Grannie for shelter had seemed quite
natural to him. But suddenly he had a doubt. What
excuse could he furnish for his unexpected arrival?
How was he to answer her inevitable questions? He saw
in fancy the old lady's look of surprise when he told her
that he had run away from his mother. Besides, he
would have to confess having hit his mother, and the
enormity of this crime weighed heavily upon him. A
door banged. He started violently, and panic seized
him. Suppose someone came out and caught him
loitering! He scampered off, hardly knowing where his
legs were taking him.

Arrived at the town-park gates, he came to a stop.
Here it was very dark, and no one was to be seen. Per
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